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STATE’S PO O R ECONOM Y IMPACTS CHILDREN
MISSOULA Poverty rates for Montana kids age 18 and younger are among the highest in the nation,
according to a recently released report by the Kids Count in Montana project. About 50,000
Montana children live in families and households where annual income was below the U.S.
poverty threshold, as defined by the U.S. Office of Management and Budget.
"The well-being of infants and kids is directly related to economic conditions for
families," said University of Montana-Missoula researcher Steve Seninger. "These family
economic conditions, as measured by indicators such as the poverty rate and the 45,000
Montana kids without healthcare insurance, are directly related to the performance of the
Montana economy over the last two decades."
Seninger said the state’s economic recession in the 1980s and Montana’s lack of
economic growth in wages and income in the 1990s have resulted in lower wages and family
incomes for many working parents in Montana. The report found virtually no improvement in
the economic conditions of Montana children over the past decade.
Twenty-two percent of Montana kids lived in poverty in 1990. The number stood at 21
percent in 1998, placing Montana 35th among all states. In 1990, 29 percent of Montana
parents were without full-time, year-round work. This number increased to 31 percent in
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1998, placing the state 29th in the rankings. The new UM report presents 1998 data for these
indicators, the most recent year for which consistent information is available from all states.
Seninger, director of economic analysis for UM’s Bureau of Business and Economic
Research, directs the Kids Count in Montana project. Funded through the Annie E. Casey
Foundation, the project is a statewide effort to identify the status and well-being of Montana
children by collecting data about them and publishing an annual data book. In addition to
socioeconomic data, the report includes information concerning demographics, health, vital
statistics and education. Through publication of this annual data, project personnel hope to
maintain and refine baseline measures for kids and families in order to track progress and
problems in kids’ health, education and overall well-being.
The Kids Count report did find a number of bright spots. The education picture for
Montana kids contains a number of positive indicators —the statewide dropout rate is below
national rates; high school graduation rates are high; and basic test scores in reading and
writing show Montana kids performing stronger than national averages.
The state’s infant and early childhood health indicators have shown strong
improvements during the past decade. Infant mortality rates, child death rates and health
screening rates for newborns all have changed in positive directions in Montana. However, the
state has lost ground in regard to a higher percentage of low-birth-weight babies in 1999
compared to 1990.
"National and state data for the Kids Count program show a mixed record on how
Montana kids are doing," Seninger said. "While Montana has made progress on some
measures, the percentage of kids in poverty, the number of kids either reliant on public health
-more-

o

Povrate.rl—3
programs or without access to any kind of healthcare, and the numbers of working-poor
families in the state represent economic hardships that are impacting families and children in
Montana."
Seninger hopes the report will encourage policymakers to take a closer look at the
employment, healthcare and family support services available in communities throughout the
state.
Kids Count in Montana data is available online at www.bber.umt.edu/kidscountmt.
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NOTE: Two Kids Count in Montana advisory board members are available for interviews:
Steve Yeakel, executive director of the Montana Council for Maternal and Child Health, (406)
443-1674, and Peggy Beltrone, Cascade County commissioner, (406) 454-6814.
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